Characteristics of hospitalized heroin smokers and heroin injectors in Taiwan.
Heroin usage in Taiwan has been under-investigated. Use of the same drug by different routes provides an opportunity for examination of drug behavior and complications related to the drug itself and to the different routes of administration. A sample of 245 hospitalized heroin users received semi-structured interviews, drug screen urine tests, serological screens for hepatitis B infection, and liver function tests. The sample was divided into a smokers group and an injectors group for comparison. The heroin injectors had lower educational status, spent less money on day-to-day heroin usage, but had longer drug-using careers than the heroin smokers. There was a trend for injectors to have a higher rate of abnormal liver function than the smokers although there was no significant difference in the prevalence of hepatitis B infection. Major differences exist between heroin smokers and heroin injectors. Therefore harm reduction intervention for heroin users should take account of the different routes of administration. A comprehensive survey of risk factors relating to hepatic dysfunction in heroin addicts in Taiwan is indicated.